Abstract
Introduction
A practice teacher has a key role in teacher education. She has great responsebility, and she is considered as highly credible by student teachers during periods of school practice (Bullough & Kauchak, 1997; Nilssen, 2010; Shulman, 1998) . However, educational research shows that practice teachers have an unclear vision of their role as mentor and interpret the aims and content of practice in different ways (Clarke, Triggs, & Nielsen, 2013; Darling-Hammond, 2006; Korthagen, 2008; Zeichner, 2010) . The complexity of mentoring, by its nature, implies different approaches to the field. Mentoring, which involves a personal relationship between the practice teacher and the student teacher, is affected by the local context and involves a developmental process related to the defined aims and content of the educational program (Ambrosetti & Dekkers, 2010) . As there seem to be tensions between practice teachers' daily tasks and activities in the classroom and claims in educational programs of teacher education, this article focuses on mentoring as a developmental process, as well as understanding practice teachers as participants within an educational framework of teacher education programs. The research question addressed is:
How do practice teachers in teacher education conceive their roles as mentors, given the tension between professional responsibilities and commitments in school and the intended aims and content of teacher education?
In the following section, the national intentions of the Norwegian teacher education reform from 2010 are presented. An overview of previous international research in the field of teacher education illuminates the research question with perspectives related to the role of the practice teacher, aims and content of school practice, and the collaboration between the different actors in teacher education. The article then presents and analyses the findings of a questionnaire answered by 45 practice teachers and in-depth interviews conducted with eight others. The findings are then discussed in light of previous research and the current reform of Norwegian teacher education. The intention of this article is to contribute to the field with the perspective of the practice teachers and more exactly to illuminate and explore how the practice teachers perceive their role.
Teacher Education in Norway
In line with international studies, one of the main conclusions of the evaluation of Norwegian teacher education in (NOKUT, 2006 ) is a weak coherence between theoretical studies at the university colleges and what is focused on in school practice. Based on this, the overall purpose of the teacher education reform of primary and lower secondary schools in Norway from 2010 is to promote an integrated teacher education. National guidelines describe the aims and content of school practice as learning outcomes related to the topics of the pedagogical curricula for each year of the educational program. The guidelines thus intend to make connections between theory and practice in what appear to be formulations for the conceptual coherence in the theoretical and practical curricula.
Furthermore, the national guidelines emphasize the importance of the university colleges' responsibility to organize and formalize cooperation between teacher educators and practice teachers in order to realize the idea of an integrated teacher education. The substantial content of the cooperation is, however, expressed in general ways with statements like "creating a common platform" and "integration of theory and practice", making practice an integral part of teacher education (Kunnskapsdepartementet, 2010) .
The teacher education reform also aims to strengthen the teachers' competence in core subjects, particularly for the needs of lower secondary school. For educating teachers for both primary and secondary school, Norway from 2010 offers two different teacher educations for the two schools; grades 1-7 and grades 5-10.The overall purposes are common, though the subject curricula differ.
In Norwegian teacher education, the practice teacher should be a class teacher in primary and/or lower secondary school, and the head of school is responsible for ensuring the suitability of the chosen mentor as a skilled school teacher (Kunnskapsdepartementet, 2005) . The national guidelines also require practice teachers to have an additional education of 15 ECTS in mentoring, and teacher education institutions are required to facilitate this mentoring education by providing 30 ECTS.
Previous Research
Several studies indicate that it is highly random what type of role the practice teachers assume for themselves during practice. The recruitment of practice teachers involves very few quality standards or requirements. They are often assigned the duties of a practice teacher and declared a practice teacher without being required to have any formal qualifications. The additional role as a teacher educator is unclear, and research shows that lack of qualifications and understanding of the role may imply unclear expectations regarding the development of student teachers' professional knowledge (Darling-Hammond, 2010; FeimanNemser, 2001; Graham, 2006; Russel & Russel, 2011) .
A matter of significance in relation to the role and duties of the practice teacher is the fact that the practice teacher must simultaneously combine two different professional roles. On the one side, she is the school teacher of the pupils in her class, and, on the other, she is the professional mentor for student teachers. This dilemma raises questions about the primary focus during periods of practice. Tynjälä (2008) identifies this as a challenge in vocational education in general, and refers to findings stating that educational matters concerning the student teachers are of secondary concern in the workplace. Moreover, a review of literature addressing practice teachers' participation in teacher education confirms this picture, indicating that practice teachers' primary focus is on their pupils, more than on the student teachers (Clarke et al., 2013) .
The overall formal aim of school practice in teacher education is to develop a coherent understanding of theoretical and practical knowledge for student teachers (Grossman, Hammerness, & McDonald, 2009; Korthagen, 2008) . This aim reflects the classical issue of the connection between theory and practice in vocational education. A major challenge in teacher education is the disparity between the different forms of knowledge of theory and practice. The idea of application of theory in school practice still dominates and impacts the role of the practice teacher. Research shows that practice teachers often feel inferior to the academic knowledge represented by the university college, and do not consider themselves as competent in handling principles and theories in the field of education (Koster, Lagerwerf, & Wubbels, 2006; Zeichner, 2010) . Practice teachers are instead more familiar with personal and contextual pedagogical knowledge acquired from working as school teachers for an extended period of time (Clarke et al., 2013; Joram, 2007; Shulman & Shulman, 2004) . Another dominant trait regarding the content of school practice seems to be that practice teachers often have unclear ideas of what professional themes should be in focus. Practice is described as "left to chance", and the educational framework or curriculum, in which institutional expectations are to be presented, seems to a small degree to affect the content of school practice (Graham, 2006; Grossman et al., 2009; Mattsson, Eilertsen, & Rorrison, 2011) .
Lack of curricular content in practice and practice teachers having an experience based, contextual approach to teaching, affect student teachers' learning processes in practice (Darling-Hammond, 2010; Joram, 2007; Graham, 2006) . Valid knowledge of teaching is then possessed by the practice teacher and her activities in the classroom, and she may thus emerge as a model for the student teachers learning to handle practice. An apprenticeship model of learning in practice has a long tradition in vocational education, and we distinguish between a person centered and decentered approach. A person centered approach focuses on the relation between the mentor and the apprentice as well as learning by observation and imitation. A decentered approach emphasizes participation in a specific social context more than the personal qualities of the mentor. This approach is developed into a theory of situated learning, which violates a traditional view of learning as an individual internalization of knowledge. In a situated perspective the knowledge is distributed between those who participate in the social situation, as well as the routines and actions going on (Nielsen & Kvale, 1999; Lave & Wenger, 2005) .
In an effort to bring forth professional challenges and to create a better balance between theory and practice, teacher education curricula for realistic teacher education in the Netherlands are organized around the practical concerns of new school teachers as a starting point through which theory is introduced (Korthagen, 2008) . Grossman et al. (2009) argue, in line with this, for placing what they call "core practices" of the profession in the center of the curriculum. Core practices go beyond general practical needs and are described as highly frequent practices which invite student teachers to learn about the complexity of teaching, e.g. leading classroom discussions. Focusing on core practices implies that teacher educators at the university college must tend to both the conceptual and clinical aspects of practice, and that the content of school practice is predictable and well-prepared. The conceptualization of the relationship between theory and practice with respect to educational aims and purposes is of fundamental importance for a common understanding between teacher educators and practice teachers, and as a foundation for the attainment of student teachers' learning outcomes (Grossman et al., 2009; Tynjälä, 2008) .
Communication between the participants in teacher education programs is essential for how practice teachers perceive their role, as well as the aims and content of school practice. As communication is a complex process (Jensen & Ulleberg, 2011) , it has to be viewed in terms of what characterizes the relationship between practice teachers and teacher educators as well as the substance of the cooperation. Research strongly indicates that the cooperation between university colleges and schools is a central challenge in teacher education (Korthagen, 2008; Ohnstad & Munthe, 2008; Zeichner, 2010) . In the review of research on practice teachers, Clarke et al. (2013) show that university colleges are the focal point of the cooperation, representing the authority in the relationship. In this way, the cooperation reflects a relationship of power between schools and university colleges regarding the practice teachers as the ones cooperating with the university college. As the traditional perspective in teacher education views academic knowledge as the authoritative source of knowledge, along with a "theory applied to practice" view, cooperation tends to be thought of as the university colleges transferring knowledge to the practice teachers (Erault, 2004; Koster et al., 2006; Zeichner, 2010) .
It further seems to be a crucial issue that teacher educators and practice teachers together discuss the relationship between theory and practice. DarlingHammond (2010) and Graham (2006) show, for example, that seminars and dialogues organized as team models seem to strengthen the relationship between the different participants in teacher education for the mutual benefit of both parties. Tynjälä (2008) emphasizes the importance of having a shared understanding of the learning goals, especially as the assignment as mentors is of secondary interest for the practice teachers. Practice teachers participating in developing the curriculum will potentially improve and strengthen the practicetheory connection and also ensure educational plans for teacher education which are consistent with current challenges (Korthagen, 2008; Tynjälä, 2008; Zeichner, 2010) . Practical concerns at the center of the curriculum will contribute to a feeling of ownership among practice teachers and make cooperation more meaningful. This may also challenge the lack of a coherent vision of teaching and learning as a general challenge in teacher education and as a common philosophy that reflects central aspects of learning and teaching in both the theoretical and the practical part of teacher education (Grossman et al., 2009; Hammerness, 2012; Korthagen, 2008) .
Methods
With international research as a backdrop, data from the project "Teachers' Professional Qualifications" (TPQ) are used to examine the research question. The study in this article is based on data from two different sources: a questionnaire anonymously answered by 45 practice teachers at one university college and indepth interviews conducted with eight others, representing two different university colleges.
The data were collected in 2013/14. The respondents to the questionnaire were practice teachers for student teachers at a university college in an urban city in Norway, and the survey was conducted at the conclusion of a meeting at the university college. The questions asked were related to their own experiences as practice teachers with respect to the qualifications necessary for this role, their ability to support the student teachers in their learning process, their knowledge about policy documents and their cooperation both among themselves and with the university college. The questionnaire was formulated as open answer questions. Perhaps because the questionnaire was conducted at the end of a meeting, the length of the answers to questions varied, as some participants provided answers of three to four sentences while others simply answered "yes" or "no". Providing the respondents with more time to answer the questionnaire would probably have affected the quality of the data set. The answers available as full text were categorized in accordance with the questions asked. The short responses were noted and served as a backdrop to more general tendencies.
Four of the respondents to the in-depth interviews were practice teachers at a university college in a larger city, while the remaining four were affiliated with a smaller university college in Norway. The coordinator for school practice at each university college was asked to contact the head of school at two different practice schools which were engaged in positive cooperation with the university colleges, one school receiving grades 1-7 student teachers and another receiving grades 5-10 student teachers. Each head of school was further asked to select practice teachers who were experienced, and who could be characterized as active and dedicated practice teachers. The interviews were based on questions regarding the intentions of the teacher education reform in general. Information of relevance for this study included: the practice teachers' identity as teacher educators, the relevance of a research-based teacher education for the student teachers' reflection on practice, how theory acquired on campus and experiencebased knowledge can complement each other, the cooperation between the practice teachers and the subject teachers at university colleges and how the Vol. 10, Nr. 2 Kirsten E. Thorsen 184 2016©adno.no practice teachers get support from the head of school and other colleagues. The in-depth interviews thus gave opportunities to elaborate the issues from the questionnaire. The interviews have been audiotaped and transcribed. In a thorough reading process, I have let the text speak for itself. In the first instance to structure the data, three core categories appeared as obvious: qualifications, aims and contents of practice, and cooperation with the university college. In the process of coding, I identified excerpts belonging to the different categories. I then sorted the texts in each core category into subcategories to get a more nuanced understanding of these complex questions. In an open process of coding (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) , I have searched to identify themes and patterns to illustrate the research questions. The texts that were developed from the answers to the questionnaire were added to the texts from the interviews to form a coherent text. Accordingly, I have not separated them when referring to statements in the findings below.
Findings

Qualifications of Importance
Most respondents stressed extensive experience as school teachers as an important characteristic for being a practice teacher. In addition, many of them mentioned that they had solid subject matter knowledge and were good classroom leaders: "… fifteen years of practice, good at classroom leadership, I appreciate to reflect upon my own practice, solid subject matter knowledge". Some also pointed out that they were teachers who received a lot of positive feedback: "I am a skilled teacher in the subjects I teach and I get positive responses." Other aspects that were salient for respondents were more interpersonal, relational qualifications, described in terms such as "engaged", "humble", "generous", "trusting", "responsive", and "empathetic". One noted: "I can challenge the student teachers in a soft way. My strength as a teacher is classroom leadership and social competence. The students learn a lot from me as a model teacher." Most respondents highlighted aspects of themselves as being suitable in a role of mentoring, but it is worth noting that less than one-sixth of the cohort reported having any formal education in mentoring. A large percentage of the respondents used the word "we", indicating an equal relationship with the student teachers in statements about the relationship between mentors' and student teachers' relational competence. These statements included "we plan together to ensure the pupils' learning" and "mainly we help each other so we reach the aims of learning". Moreover, many of the respondents expressed a positive view of the student teachers, viewing them as a set of extra hands in the classroom and as a source of new ideas and inspiration.
When it came to communication via internet, many of the respondents expressed that much of the general information given at meetings could be distributed via webpage or email. This was expressed despite the fact that all formal documents could be found on the homepages. One respondent expressed it this way: "Don't invite [us] to meetings that could be resolved with an email." A small number of the respondents stated that the information given on the homepages was inaccessible: "… the webpage and written material can be difficult to find and at times difficult to interpret."
The meetings at the university colleges were arranged in various ways, both as large, plenary meetings and in a smaller, seminar-like format where practice teachers and teacher educators from various specific courses in teacher education met. The data reflect variation in how practice teachers experienced the cooperation on campus in general. Regarding the joint meetings, about one-half considered them satisfying. One explained: "Good that I get relevant information and answers to the questions I have", while another noted that meetings were "very useful; things were clearer to me". Those who felt negative about the common meetings related their comments both to structure and content of the meetings: "The meetings are a little messy, cooperation about requirements, focus points, I feel I get very little information." Another expressed it this way: "At the meetings there are formalities; they tell us what we are to do." Yet another respondent added: "We are on two different planets."
When it came to the meetings in the smaller, seminar format, a few pointed out that teacher educators did not seem to bother with the student teachers' practice at all, but in general these meetings were perceived more positively than larger joint meetings. For many of the respondents, it seemed to be of great value to gain insight into the coursework of the different subjects in teacher education: "One of the teacher educators gave a lecture he also had given to the student teachers. That was okay because then the student teachers and I had the same frame of reference." Another remarked: "What is most important to me is to have knowledge about the syllabus, so that I know what I can let the students start with." Some also referred to personal interest in these kinds of meetings: "They [the teacher educators] are positive and engaged. They do projects that are interesting to hear about." The data show the relevance of sharing information about subject content; however, the practice teachers did not seem to be involved as participants in collaborative processes.
The cooperation with the teacher educators, who were following up on the student teachers during their practice periods, seemed to be unpredictable and random. The practice teachers expressed that it was nice to be visited, but that there were neither defined aims nor particular preparations for the visit: "He was here, but I didn't feel he was very participatory." Another respondent explained: "He had an observer's role, then he had one to one chats, so insofar I didn't speak much to him."
Discussion
To summarize, the practice teachers have great belief in themselves and consider themselves skilled school teachers, especially in regard to subject knowledge and classroom leadership. In accordance with what is reflected in the survey and interview data, extensive teaching seems to be the underlying explanation of these views. The fact that the headmaster of the school has picked them out as practice teachers may also reinforce this view. Many reported having interpersonal personal skills and competence, which seems to be reasons to view themselves as good role models. When it comes to how practice teachers perform their roles, it was particularly interesting that many expressed what they do in a "we" form. Practice is about how the student teachers and the practice teacher together solve challenges in the classroom, as they consider the student teachers a resource in the classroom. This presents a picture of practice teachers as fairly unattached in performing their roles. This is reflected in other research which shows that the practice teacher is primarily the teacher for the pupils in her classroom, and that guiding the student teachers is an extra task subordinated to their main duties (Clarke et al., 2013; Tynjälä, 2008) . However, the findings that practice teachers view the student teachers as collaborators in the daily activities with the pupils, expand this perspective.
The study reveals that the student teachers are incorporated in everyday activities, sharing responsibilities and emerging challenges with the practice teacher. In line with that, mentoring in school practice can be associated with a decentered approach of an apprenticeship model of preparing new teachers. The student teachers take part in a community of practice together with the practice teacher and share common duties. The skills and knowledge of the profession are thus learned in a work setting with an expert as the more competent mentor for the apprentice (Lave & Wenger, 2005) . This model of mentoring is based on dealing with different professional challenges as they emerge and thus conflicts with the purposes of the new reform of teacher education in Norway. The national guidelines define expected learning outcomes in placement for each year of the study. These are systematically linked to measures of the pedagogical subject in a given progression, and are moreover emphasized as guidelines to be complied with in the practice teacher's mentoring (Kunnskapsdepartementet, 2010) .
The study suggests that many of the practice teachers have an unclear understanding of the educational aims and content of practice. The content is described as the general professional tasks of a teacher, and the local plans of the school seem to be guidelines for the student teachers' work more than the curriculum of teacher education. When the curriculum is mentioned, it seems to be adapted to daily activities in the classroom. This underpins the impression that practice teachers have somewhat free rein to both construct their roles and make decisions regarding the content of school practice.
Practice teachers pointed out that the cooperation with campus revolves around two main issues, one of information exchange related to administration and practical affairs and another related to educational matters of the student teachers. They seem, in general, to be more positive and enthusiastic about smaller meetings with teacher educators, when the issue is about what the students learn on campus. This is regarded as interesting and useful to their work. The topics of smaller common meetings with teacher educators, however, are referred to as "theory" in the sense of what course studies cover. Besides reflecting a dichotomous view on theory and practice, the findings regarding cooperation show that the practice teachers have no influence on what topics are being included on the agenda of the meetings. They are presented with topics selected by the teacher educators, which seem to fit into the picture of the university college having the authority to decide what knowledge is of importance (Clarke et al., 2013; Zeichner, 2010) . The national guidelines of Norwegian teacher education highlight the knowledge exchange between practice teachers and teacher educators as being of central importance for the development of coherence between course studies and practical training in schools. With this in mind, it is interesting that none of the practice teachers in the surveys and the interviews mentioned topics related to professional practices in schools as themes focused on in the common meetings. This is also in contrast with research which argues that cooperation around a curriculum reflecting professional issues is significant for the development of coherence in teacher education. Moreover, practical concerns as a common starting point for cooperation seem to contribute to equality in the relationship between teacher educators and practice teachers (Darling-Hammond, 2010; Grossman et al., 2009; Hammerness, 2012; Korthagen, 2008) .
The findings show that the respondents do not refer to themselves as participants in what is meant to be a cooperation. They are given lectures, and they are told about subject content. This confirms what research shows regarding the university colleges transferring knowledge to the practice teachers, and the practice teacher as the cooperating part (Clarke et al., 2013) . Being invited into an educational context more as a spectator than a collaborator may leave the practice teacher in an inferior position. The study seems to confirm what other research affirms as a concrete challenge in teacher education: to involve the practice teachers in collaborating processes discussing and developing perspectives of content and other central issues concerning coherence in course studies and school practice. content in teacher education. The study the article is based on has a limited scope and does not provide sufficient data to generalize findings. However, I obviously find correlations between the data in the questionnaire and the interviews. The descriptions given by the practice teachers provide critical points for further exploration and research.
Practice teachers legitimize their roles by defining themselves as being skilled practitioners and seem to feel free to both construct their roles and make decisions concerning school practice, where general daily activities in the classroom seem to dominate. The respondents referred only marginally to the curriculum for teacher education, which thus seems to have a weaker impact than expected. The study indicates that, four years after the implementation of a new teacher education reform in Norway, there still is substantial distance between the intentions formulated in the national curriculum for practice, with practice teachers as cooperating participants, and how the practice teachers conceive their roles and their participation in teacher education.
There seems to be a need to professionalize and frame the role of the practice teacher in the context of teacher education. In this study, only a small number of the practice teachers have had additional education in mentoring. This tendency corresponds to what international research finds as a general challenge in teacher education: practice teachers may not only be haphazardly selected, but also lack appropriate education (Darling-Hammond, 2010; Korthagen, 2008; Russel & Russel, 2011; Zeichner, 2010) . Practice teachers with formal education in educational mentoring will have far better preconditions to perform their roles as teacher educators in a given educational program. Practice teachers who thus are more aware of their roles for these educational purposes will most likely contribute to a more equal relationship between the actors of the two different arenas of teacher education. The university colleges for their part face challenges in rethinking both organization and methods of knowledge exchange to make cooperation with practice teachers more meaningful.
